
Colonial Soil & Water Conservation District

Report about Horse Stocking Rate to Listening Forum for 

the James City County 2045 Comprehensive Plan



Colonial District Overview

Å Political Subdivision of the 
Commonwealth of VA

Å One of 47 Districts in VA

Å Serves James City, Charles City, 
New Kent, York Counties and 
the City of Williamsburg

Å Historic focus VA cost share 
program for Ag. Best 
Management Practices 

Å James City County limited 

horse census found challenges.



Equine Assessment

ÅPhase 1, including survey and quantification 
of horses present in target watershed, 
completed in Winter 2018

ÅPhase 1 results indicated a need for further 
technical and educational assistance for 
equine operations

ÅPhase 2 proposal updated based on these 
results was presented to the Stormwater 
Programs Advisory Committee in Fall 2019



Recent JCC Conservation Plans for Horse Operations

ÅWithin the past two years the District has developed conservation plans for three horse 
operations.

ÅThese plans range from 42 to 125 pages reflecting basic and varying complexity of horse 
operations and addressed the following key issues among others:
ÅMaps showing location of soil types (which can vary considerable within short distances), Resource Protection Areas 

(RPAs), and RPA proximity to paddocks.

ÅNutrient, especially nitrogen and phosphorus, Management Plans (NMPs) providing enough to support forage growth, 
without excess leaching into and polluting ground or surface water & application timings.   

ÅPasture Grazing Management ςto avoid overgrazing (soil erosion, impact water quality, and weed promotion), promote 
forage growth, and maintain a minimum grass height of 3 inches uniformly across a paddock.    

ÅHeavy Use Areas ςfor locations with high traffic and holding horses when pasture can not tolerate their presence, e.g. 
after heavy rain, snow, herbicide applications, etc..  

ÅManure Management ςremoved from site, composted or applied to the land. Any use including compost on land must 
be tested and factored into site NMP.

ÅFencing - both fixed and temporary to contain horses and manage pastures.

ÅStream crossings - outside of RPA buffers, allowing water flow from upstream, and stabilized.



JCC code vs Expert Guidance & elsewhere in VA 

ÅJCC Code permits 7 horses per acre in A-1 and more in R-4, R-6, R-8
Åupdated September 18, 1995 establishing above ratiofor permitted general agriculture in an 
ŜȄŎŜǎǎƛǾŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ ŀ ±ƛǊƎƛƴƛŀ άwƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ ŦŀǊƳέ ōƛƭƭ 

ÅExpert Guidance recommends 2+ acres for the first horse and an 
additional acre per additional horse

ÅWhere stocking rates are addressed elsewhere in VA unpermitted is 
most common; next is an acre per horse 

Slides 16 & 17 with back up on above points included in package.



Horse Stocking Rates in Virginia
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Over Stocking Environmental Impacts 

Åsoil erosion

Ånutrients entering streams

Åsediment in streams

Åbacterial contamination of streams

Åflies



Pasture Grazing Best Management Practices
ÅProvide 2-3 acres per horse. If land area is limited, grazing must be 

controlled to maintain healthy pastures.

ÅEstablish four or more pastures and graze them rotationally.

ÅHorses avoid areas of dung piles and can graze very closely.

ÅHorses tend to graze some areas closer than others, so rotate horses to 
a fresh pasture when heavily grazed areas are at 2-4". Clip ungrazed 
areas of the pasture.

Do not graze pastures when plants are not growing. Feed hay in a heavy use  area 
to avoid overgrazing pastures during the winter and summer.
Remove horses from pastures during wet weather. Hoof action can seriously 
damage established sods when frozen or during wet periods of the year.  Place 
horses in the heavy use area and feed hay when the soil is soft. 

ÅDrag pastures to distribute dung piles 
and encourage uniform grazing.
ÅRest pastures to allows plants to 

replenish food reserves. Allow 
pastures to regrow to a height of 8-
10".



Continued Pasture Best Management Practices

ÅPasture preparation is more than just seeding an area. Factors to be addressed 
include weed control prior to seeding and during establishment of sod, PH and 
fertilization, preparation of seed bed, seed selection, planting timing, good soil 
seed contact, seeding rate and depth.

ÅProper pasture design allows horse owners to control grazing. 

Å Individual pastures should be square. Long and narrow or odd shaped pastures 
are not uniformly grazed.

ÅPastures should be uniform. Pastures should contain similar forage species, soil 
types, slopes, and aspects.

ÅHorses should have access to fresh water and shade. Ideally, each pasture 
should contain water and shade.  

ÅNewly established forage stands do not develop into a fully mature sod until the 
second growing season after establishment. New stands should be grazed only 
after plants are well anchored. Light and infrequent grazing can encourage the 
development of a healthy sod but avoid overgrazing. 

ÅSound pasture management is critical for maintaining a healthy and vigorous 
sod that benefits the horse, owner, and environment.

ÅSoil test pastures. Pastures should be soil tested every 2-3 years in order to 
provide a baseline for tracking changes in pH and fertility.

ÅMaintain adequate soil pH. Soil pH can dramatically affect nutrient availability 
and plant growth. Maintain pH between 6.2 and 6.5 for grass-legume pastures 
by applying lime according to the soil test. 



Areas Unsuitable for Pasture

ÅSeptic drain fields

ÅResource Protection Areas

ÅForest 

Ånontidal wetlands not in RPAs

Åfloodplains

Åhighly erodible soils, especially with 
steeper slopes 

Åhighly permeable soils 

Åhydric (permanently saturated) soils


